Background: Previous studies have shown that word processing involves a predominantly left-sided occipitotemporal network. Words are a form of symbolic representation, in that they are arbitrary perceptual stimuli that represent other objects, actions or concepts. Lesions of parts of the visual word processing network can cause alexia, which can be associated with difficulty processing other types of symbols such as musical notation or road signs. Objective: We investigated whether components of the visual word processing network were also activated by other types of symbols. Method: In 16 music-literate subjects, we defined the visual word network using fMRI and examined responses to four symbolic categories: visual words, musical notation, instructive symbols (e.g. traffic signs), and flags and logos. For each category we compared responses not only to scrambled stimuli, but also to similar stimuli that lacked symbolic meaning. Results: The left visual word form area and a homologous right fusiform region responded similarly to all four categories, but equally to both symbolic and non-symbolic equivalents. Greater response to symbolic than non-symbolic stimuli occurred only in the left inferior frontal and middle temporal gyri, but only for words, and in the case of the left inferior frontal gyri, also for musical notation. A whole-brain analysis comparing symbolic versus non-symbolic stimuli revealed a distributed network of inferior temporooccipital and parietal regions that differed for different symbols. Conclusion: The fusiform gyri are involved in processing the form of many symbolic stimuli, but not specifically for stimuli with symbolic content. Selectivity for stimuli with symbolic content only emerges in the visual word network at the level of the middle temporal and inferior frontal gyri, but is specific for words and musical notation.
Introduction
Neuroimaging studies have shown that perception of visual words is correlated with activation of a network of cortical regions, with a left hemisphere dominance (Barton et al., 2010; Reinke et al., 2008) . This includes the middle temporal gyrus, inferior frontal gyrus, and in particular a region in the mid portion of the fusiform gyrus that has been named the 'visual word form area' (Cohen et al., 2000a (Cohen et al., , 2002b McCandliss et al., 2003) . Damage to the latter or its connections may be responsible for at least some cases of acquired alexia without agraphia, also known as pure alexia (Epelbaum et al., 2008; Gaillard et al., 2006; Leff et al., 2006; Pflugshaupt et al., 2009; Sheldon et al., 2012) .
As reading is an acquired visual expertise for an arbitrary set of stimuli specific to the culture and language to which the individual is exposed, the stimulus selectivity of this word processing network must develop through experience. Greater degrees of literacy are associated with greater responses to words in the visual word form area, and a decline in responses to other objects like faces (Dehaene et al., 2010) . The 'recycling hypothesis' proposes that visual word perception exploits the competency of ventral occipitotemporal regions at analyzing line segments and junctions that make important contributions to processing of object contours (Dehaene and Cohen, 2011; Szwed et al., 2011) . The dominance of left hemispheric regions may evolve through efficiency constraints that favour local intra-hemispheric connectivity between visual word processing regions and other language areas, which in most subjects are located in the left hemisphere (Plaut and Behrmann, 2011 
